INTRODUCTION
. The area is plain and hilly. The park is maintained by the Forest Department of Madhya Pradesh. The park is situated on the fringe of upper lake, which is a Ramsar site and the lifeline of the capital city of Madhya Pradesh. The lake adds immense beauty to the landscape of Van Vihar. It is situated at the foot of the Shymla hill, which is one of the several hills constituting the geography of Bhopal. The climate is sub-tropical. Summers in the region are very hot and dry, and the maximum temperature in the region will range around 47.7° C. The minimum temperature during the summer months will range around 33° C. The winters are cold and dry, and the maximum temperature during this time will range around 25° C. The minimum temperature during the winter is as low as 9.1° C. The average rainfall is around 1146.7 mm.
According to Champion and Seth's classification, this area comes under the southern dry deciduous scrub forest with dry deciduous species. The main species include Aegle marmelos, Acacia nilotica, A. leucophloea, Zizyphus mauritiana, Lagerstomia parviflora, Embica officinalis, Butea monosperma, Phoenix sylvestris and Terminalia tomentosa. The wild ungulate species in Van Vihar National Park comprises of cheetal (Axis axis), sambar (Rusa unicolor niger), nilgai (Boselaphus tragocamelus), Black buck (Antelope cervicapra), chowsingha (Tetracerus quadricornis), chinkara (Gazella gazella benneti) and wild boar (Sus scrofa).
METHODS
Food habits of nilgai are often recorded by observing the plants eaten as the animal graze or noting the locations where animals grazed and later inspecting the site to see what plants were eaten (Wallmo et al. 1973 ). The first of these has been called the "grazing minutes" or "grazing seconds" method (Buechner 1950 ) and the second the "feeding site method" (Lovaas 1958). Feeding site method was applied to collect information on food plants eaten by the nilgai.
Four areas were selected for this study Viz. grassland, savanna, scrubland and woodland. The area searched was same for all the four habitats about (1.5 km 2 ). All the observations were covered on foot. The observer used a binocular Olympus 10X50 DPSI during feeding observations as and when required. When a feeding animal was located, it was observed from a distance of about 10 to 40 meters and recorded the food plants eaten. Then from radius of 5 m around the freshly eaten plant, the number of plant species available and eaten were recorded. Four hours in every day, two hours in morning and two hours in evening were spent on the feeding observations on nilgai. Observations began from July 2010 and end in the June 2011 in Van Vihar National Park, Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh.
Preference ratings for the food plants eaten were calculated by the methods described by the Petrides (1975) . According to Petrides (1975) , the preference value (P) of a food centers on 1.00 as a reference point. Species with preference value above 1.00 are those which are sought out as preferred food. Ratings below 1.00 represent forage species which for some reason are neglected and species with a preference rating of exactly 1.00 are being eaten precisely in proportion to its abundance in the field.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The diet of the nilgai consisted of diverse species of food plants. Nilgai in total used 123 plant species that include 37 trees, 34 herbs, 25 grasses, 14 shrubs and 13-creeper/ straggler ( Table 1 ).
Out of total 496 feeding observations obtained on the nilgai between July 2010 to June 2011, it was studied that grass formed 41.66 percent, fallen leaves, flowers and fruits 36.00 percent, browse 16.66 percent and herbs, shrubs etc. 5.66 percent diet of the nilgai ( Table 2 ). The mixed proportion of the diet confirms that nilgai antelopes are mixed feeders.
Studies on feeding habits of nilgai in Asia showed that they are browsers (Berwick 1974 , Mirza and khan 1975 , Dinerstein 1979 , 1980 or mixed feeders (Haque 1990 , Sankar 1994 ) and in Southern Texas, they are grazers (Sheffield et al. 1983 ).
Among the preferred browse species of nilgai, Zizyphus mauritiana had the highest preference rating (5.5), followed by Capparis sepiaria, Acacia nilotica and Z. nummularia with prefernce ratings (2.6), (1.7) and (1.4) respectively (Table 3) .
Nilgai avoided the vegetative parts of some herbs viz. Cleome viscosa and Cassia tora, but only their pods were utilized by the nilgai during winter season.
Fallen leaves and fruits of Zizyphus mauritiana, fallen flowers and fruits of Butea monosperma and fallen leaves of Anogeissus pendula and Dalbergia sissoo formed an important component in the diet of nilgai in December, January, March and April.
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In monsoon near about 166 observations have been done on the food habits of the nilgai. From these observations, it was observed that diet of the nilgai was dominated by grass species (80%), followed by browse (15%), herbs, shrubs etc. (2%) and fallen leaves, flowers and fruits (3%) as shown in the figure 1. In monsoon nilgai fed mostly on grasses because grasses are green and available in large quantity. Sankar (1994) reported that grass formed an important component of the diet of the nilgai during monsoon (>88.1%) in Sariska.
In winter about 170 feeding observations have been obtained on the nilgai. From these observations, it was observed that fallen leaves, flowers and fruits formed 45 percent; browse 20 percent, herbs, shrubs, creepers and stragglers 10 percent and grass 25 percent of the diet of the nilgai in winter (figure 1).
On the onset of winter grasses began to matured and reduced in growth. Nilgai fed mostly on grasses as long as green grasses are available in large quantity but switch over to browse and fallen leaves, flowers and fruits and grass when grasses become scarce e.g. in winter and summer.
In summer 160 feeding observations were made on the nilgai. It was observed from these observations that the diet of the nilgai did not vary much. Fallen leaves, flowers and fruits comprised 60 percent; browse 15 percent, grass 20 percent and herbs, shrubs, creepers and stragglers 5 percent of the diet of the nilgai during summer (Figure 1 ). Sankar (1994) reported that browse, fallen leaves, flowers and fruits and grasses are contributed to the diet of the nilgai during summer and winter seasons in Sariska.
The results of the present study are in close agreement with the generalizations made by Sankar (1994) .
In May and June months when the grasses are scarce, green fodder produced in the fodder farm like Chrysopogan fulvus, Themeda triandra, Heteropogon contortus, Dicanthium annulatum, Chloris dolichostachia and wheat husk produced from market is provided as a supplement.
The plant species like Butea monosperma, Zizyphus mauritiana, Acacia nilotica, A. leucophloea, Anogeissus pendula, Prosopus Juliflora, Terminalia bellirica etc. are distributed only in some spots in the whole National Park. The estimated population of the nilgai in the National Park is 70-100 animals. Besides, there are 200-230 sambar, 600-700 cheetal, 25-50 black buck and 50-100 wild boar. Extension of the area of the National Park, creation of more grass plots and plantation of the above mentioned trees would make more food and space available to wild ungulates which ultimately leading to an increase in its population. 
